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Let me say to you now that to do nothing at all is the most
difficult thing in the world, the most difficult and the most
intellectual. To Plato, with his passion for wisdom, this was
the noblest form of energy. To Aristotle, with his passion for
knowledge, this was the noblest form of energy also. It was
to this that the passion for holiness led the saint and the mystic
of medieval days.

Ernest. We exist, then, to do nothing?

Gilbert. It is to do nothing that the elect exist. Action is
limited and relative. Unlimited and absolute is the vision of
him who sits at ease and watches, who walks in loneliness and
dreams. But we who are born at the close of this wonderful
age are at once too cultured and too critical, too intellectually
subtle and too curious of exquisite pleasures, to accept any
speculations about life in exchange for life itself. To us the
citta dimna is colourless, and thefruitio Dei without meaning.
Metaphysics do not satisfy our temperaments, and religious
ecstasy is out of date. The world through which the Academic
philosopher becomes "the spectator of all time and of all
existence" is not really an ideal world, but simply a world of
abstract ideas. When we enter it, we starve amidst the chill
mathematics of thought. The courts of the city of God are not
open to us now. Its gates are guarded by Ignorance, and to
pass them we have to surrender all that in our nature is most
divine. It is enough that our fathers believed. They have
exhausted the faith-faculty of the species. Their legacy to us
is the scepticism of which they were afraid. Had they put it
into words, it might not live within us as thought. No, Ernest,
no. We cannot go back to the saint. There is far more to be
learned from the sinner. We cannot go back to the philosopher,
and the mystic leads us astray. Who, as Mr. Pater suggests
somewhere, would exchange the curve of a single rose-leaf for
that formless intangible Being which Plato rates so high?
What to us is the Illumination of Philo, the Abyss of Eckhart,
the Vision of Bohme, the monstrous Heaven itself that was
revealed to Swedenborg's blinded eyes? Such things are less
than the yellow trumpet of one daffodil of the field, far less
than the meanest of the visible arts; for, 'just as Nature is
matter struggling into mind, so Art is mind expressing itself
under the conditions of matter, and thus, even in the lowliest
of her manifestations, she speaks to both sense and soul alike.
To the aesthetic temperament the vague is always repellent.
The Greeks were a nation of artists, because they were spared